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ABSTRACT
In the film Anamnesis 1 I bear witness to the injury and death of my childhood best friend
Dominic when I was 11. The film is a quest: A search for a visual memory that I have forgotten
or perhaps, deliberately hidden from myself. Can remembering the events in their entirety and
chronological order help me heal? Is searching for the lost memories nothing more than a
smokescreen to avoid the steps I must take to deal/heal the trauma?
I communicate the relationship between the interplay of memory-making and sensemaking and the reconstruction process that enables our past and present to help us make sense of
who we are. In the process of recalling events we memorialize the physical media itself. The
simplification of memory is drawn from those signifiers to the exclusion of the original memory.
When viewed through the lens of trauma, that remembrance is distorted and replaced by a
reconstructed truth.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION
In counselling and therapy in my adult years, I examined the effect of Dominic’s death in
great detail. The personal examination I completed with a psychotherapist gave me a greater
insight into the grieving process:
Whether the therapy is directive or evocative, insight-oriented or behavioral, the patient
and therapist have worked together to derive a coherent story that explains the problem

1 (Greek) “The word anamnesis is commonly translated as “recollection.” Anamnesis is a noun derived from the
verb anamimneskein, which means “to be reminded.” According to Plato, what we call learning is actually
recollection of facts which we possessed before incarnation into human form.” (New World Encyclopedia)
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and, directly or indirectly, the cure…the mere disclosing of the person's problem may
have tremendous therapeutic value in and of itself. (Pennebaker 162)
Understanding my trauma — in the confidence of a therapist — is only a start:
The mere expression of a trauma is not sufficient. Health gains appear to require
translating experiences into language. (Pennebaker 164).
As an artist using the medium of film I have an opportunity to express my experience in a
more visceral and concise way — this film’s total running time is 35 minutes — and in
becoming vulnerable by sharing the film in public, I broaden the scope of my healing. French
critic Roger Munier says: “Language is discourse about the world — photography and cinema
are languages of the world” (qtd. in (Godmilow 8). Can this cinematic lingua franca contribute to
another person’s healing? Presenting an audience with a compelling narrative that they can
identify with is the purest form of artistic communication, allowing them to reflect, engenders
learning; “only connect!” (Forster) as E M Forster would say. Certainly, in the response to
screenings of the short film Anamnesis (Part One), (Elder) audiences have identified with the
content. So as much as this film contributes to my own healing, then it can offer solace for
others.
Anamnesis is a three-part hybrid documentary film. Fiction is blended with non-fiction —
a term borrowed from the written genre: ‘creative non-fiction’, is more apt — to create a visual
and audio companion to the themes of misremembrance, forgetfulness and trauma. It is creativecritical inquiry, as much as it is documentary.
The inciting incident occurs in August 1980, in the small country town of Taunton,
Somerset in the U.K. I am 11 years old, transitioning between primary school and secondary
school. One sunny afternoon, my best friend Dominic arrives at my house in Sherford Park and

Elder 4
we take off on our bicycles. Dom rides quickly in the direction of the road I am forbidden to
cross, and as I catch up with him, he cuts a corner and collides with an oncoming car. It’s a
devastating crash and Dominic is thrown from his bike. He lands on the road in front of the car. I
am a few feet away, and I run to him. His blood pools at my feet. Distraught, I return home,
where my mother and sister meet me.
I never received counselling as a child; the approach to child-care in this era is discussed
later in the paper. So, I never dealt with the PTSD I now know resulted from the accident.
Over the years, I discovered there are pieces from the visual catalog of Dominic’s
accident missing; frames or clips, if you like. Passing into adulthood I became obsessed with this
patchwork of memories, and the idea that remembering those missing frames would help me in
some way, though in pre-therapy days, it wasn’t clear how to define what I needed help for.
The film is split into three parts. In part one, Anamnesis begins in my home, present day
New York City. Though I can’t remember the moment of the impact of the car crash, I believe
my attempts at recalling this split-second are vital to my understanding of the accident - I will
not be at peace until I recall it. In a personal narration I establish the questions I will try to
answer by the end of the film: Why is this moment missing? In trying to remember, have I
manipulated, altered and embellished my memories to create an acceptable linear narrative of the
trauma? How can there be truth in my memories if other witnesses remember events differently?
How does time itself degrade that truth? Will discovery help me accept my loss? Is my search in
itself a smoke screen to avoid grief?
In the service of my story, I interview my sister Zoë. She was not present at the scene, but
was a witness to the sound of the crash. Together—in a transatlantic Zoom call between New
York and Bath in the UK—we attempt a reconstruction of the events. Through the back and forth
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of a conversation between two siblings, we realize our memories of the accident conflict. I also
find my sister was much more than a bystander. In her telling — after hearing the collision from
her bedroom window — she alerted my mother to the accident. Zoë was also traumatized. My
search is derailed by these new revelations. If Zoë can’t help me remember then who can?
The only person who was also present at the accident was Dominic. Part three is a solo
narrative; a ‘what if’ fantasy. I ask would I be better off if Dominic hadn’t come to visit me that
afternoon? Without the crash, would our relationship have fizzled out over the years the way so
many childhood friendships do? I illustrate this question with a fantasy history of our interactions
from youth to adulthood, in a conversation with an imagined Dominic.
At the end of part three, the questions I pose at the beginning of the film are only partially
answered. The quest was a wild goose chase; a diversion screen to avoid the real truth. I must
confront grief on its own terms. The patchwork of memory I can recall and those that are
missing, are my perspective on the truth. Just as Zoë’s experience was a different perspective. As
an artist it is now my job to recognize those perspectives (and honor them) and create a pool of
common knowledge. This is the role of the film in the relationship with the audience.

STRUCTURE AND STYLE
Each of the three parts has its own visual and audial approach. Part one uses found
footage: Home movies and amateur filmmaking from different eras. The first shot is the blurry
image of a boy. Only his head and shoulders appear on the screen. His age and identity are
unclear. It is accompanied by my voice describing my view of Dominic as if roused from sleep.
The face is played back at less than half speed giving it a dreamlike and ethereal quality. It is
reminiscent of the single movement in a woman’s face in Chris Marker’s otherwise still
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photographic film La Jetée (Marker). This clip of the boy will be a motif that returns several
times throughout the film, each time with my dialogue interpreting the image in a different way.
The found footage — 16mm, Super8, VHS video — is sourced from You Tube, The
Internet Archive and various public collections. These clips are in different states of decay,
sometimes they display the hallmarks of amateur camerawork with brief clips. sometimes the
clips are longer but marked with the artifacts caused by light leaking into the camera. Other
pictures have been distorted and damaged by the repeated exposure to video-tape heads. Often
film leader and blue screens interrupt the film.
This montage of other people’s families is cut into modern original HD footage of scenes
I shot of my local neighborhood, in Brooklyn, New York. My POV shots are longer — mostly in
transit — from a bicycle’s handlebars and onboard the New York City Ferry. The ferry journey
is a passage from Brooklyn to Manhattan as the film advances, the day turns into night 2 3.The
different footage switches back and forth, present and past and back again.
The voice-over connects the different source material. The pace is intense and at times
may overwhelm the viewer. This is deliberate. Anamnesis is not a documentary per se and the
emotional content of the story in the narration is delivered — performed, would be more accurate
— with the intent to sometimes support, compliment, or contradict the meaning of the images on
screen and vice versa. Often, clips and voice-over do not connect. This ambiguity gives the
audience another opportunity to interpret the footage as they wish.

2

Though my choice of the ferry is a modern setting the literary associations are immediately obvious: The ferry that
crosses the river Styx to the land of the dead, holds a significant place in the Greek Myths:
“When ghosts descend to Tartarus, the main entrance to which lies in a grove of black poplars beside the Ocean
stream, each is supplied by pious relatives with a coin laid under the tongue of its corpse. They are thus able to pay
Charon, the miser who ferries them in a crazy boat across the Styx.” (Graves 74)
3

It is Theseus’ Paradox, that I cite at the end of the film as a slightly pretentious inside joke.
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Despite Jill Godmilow’s warning: “Watch that music. What’s it doing? Who’s it
conning?” (Godmilow 164) music plays an important part throughout the film. My score is used
to support specific moments. Haunting guitar chords ring out over a wash of synth and tape
loops, each time the boy’s face appears on the screen, anchoring the film and indicating a
transition in the story. Original music sourced from other artists, accompanies the footage of the
ferry, giving these images their own significance.
Missing audio in the found footage it is replaced by archive audio, or original recorded
wild track or Foley track. It rises and falls with the narration, modulating the pace. This gives the
audience another chance to reflect on the unsettling narration.
A lingering transition and slow dissolve with original music brings the audience into part
two. Present day images of a slightly shabby 1980’s British housing estate in my hometown are
crosscut with archive footage. This time, the present day is represented by my own locked off
shots of the estate. These long takes, sunny and bright, are almost devoid of life, include shots at
the intersection where Dominic was knocked of his bicycle. They are repeated throughout this
section.
Part two also uses archive material, drawn from British public information films (PIFs)
made in the 1970s and 1980s. These professionally produced short films, were made to warn
children of the dangers of situations likely to cause death or serious injury. They were shown
regularly on 16mm projectors in schools to a captive audience of children. Commissioned with
small budgets many of these films were produced as faux documentaries, some are simple
cartoon warnings. They exist as a representation of the mindset of British society towards
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childcare in the 1970s and 80s. Terrifying children with nightmarish road safety films, was the
modus operandi. Sometimes the content was so shocking, films were banned.4
[Patrick Russell, a senior curator at the BFI] says: "They're Grimm's fairytales, almost.
They appeal to those parts of the imagination that children let run free, at a time when
children's brains are developing very quickly." Many are also dominated by stretches of
space and silence, creating an atmosphere very different from today's full-throttle assaults
on the senses. "The amount of money for them was limited," he says, "so directors had to
be inventive". This left enough space for the children to fill the gaps in themselves.
(Rogers)
It is with this background of fear and intimidation, Zoë explains her experience of
Dominic’s accident to me in an interview. I probe her for her memories of the accident hoping
she will jog my memory. But it turns out she was also traumatized by the event. It had never
occurred to me that Zoë’s presence that day and the actions she took after hearing the crash from
her window affected her at the time, and now so many years later. She had to confront her
personal fear of conflict with our mother, to raise the alarm. Our recollections of the events do
not sync, we remember things differently, or not at all.
Part two closes with modern-day scenes of the accident, and my final words reflect a
challenge to the purpose of my quest, and offers a new conundrum: if my recall conflicts with
Zoë’s, how will I ever solve my riddle? The final images and audio are from the animated stop-

4

Re: The Finishing Line directed by John Krish:

“after initial screenings in schools plus a television showing that caused a parental riot, it was banned for over
twenty years and removed from the British Transport Films catalogue.” (The Cinema Museum)

Elder 9
motion short film, Hansel and Gretel (Knight). The irony of an animated happy ending should
not be lost on the audience.
Part three begins with the modern-day scene of the accident. We have the driver's point
of view in a moving car. The car travels in an uninterrupted drive through Taunton. It floats —
not unlike the ferry from part one — until it returns once again to the notorious intersection.
The audience hears my solo voice and the ambient sounds of the town and the car. This
time, in the narration I imagine my friendship with Dominic if he had never been hurt that fateful
day. In a slightly melancholic ‘what if...?’ scenario, I imagine us drifting apart, meeting
occasionally, as we grow into adulthood and all its responsibilities, until our connection drifts
and is broken.

INFLUENCES AND ORIGINALITY
My understanding of my trauma isn’t as clear cut as the clinical model often applied in
counselling, as suggested by Elizabeth Kubler (Kubler-Ross and Kessler) 5 . I conclude the story
with the suggestion that wishful thinking will not save me from the obvious: There can be no
escape from grief.
This film came about in no small part because of the lockdown in 2020. Half way
through the Spring semester, in-person classes were cancelled and my ‘Documentary 2’ class
with Prof. Marty Lucas was suddenly forced online. Prof. Lucas pivoted from a hands-on
documentary film class to an examination of the essay film — a genre I never considered as a

5

To be fair, the authors never expected their model should be used rigidly as clinicians do. In author’s note they
state: ‘There is no correct way or time to grieve’ (Kubler-Ross and Kessler)
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medium for my own art. With the change in the social experience during COVID-19 pandemic it
was the perfect vehicle to make exactly that sort of film to satisfy the requirements of class.6
I began thinking about the effect of isolation on myself and others. In a film The Beating
of a Loving Heart 2020 (Elder), I assembled a montage of sound and video from my own archive
footage. The Beating of a Loving Heart was an unusual film for a filmmaker from a traditional
journalism background, such as myself. I spent 25 years working as a photojournalist for British
newspapers, and my video work up until this point existed firmly in the cinéma vérité style, with
influences such as Harlan County USA (Kopple), and High School (Wiseman).
In the following semester’s class, Hybrid Documentary, with Prof. Shanti Thakur, I
developed the ideas and style, I introduced into part one of Anamnesis. This time I used the seed
of an idea based on Dominic’s accident. At the time, part one was a stand-alone film, which I
completed during this class.7
Now I looked at essay films and directors who had already established themselves as
filmmakers working with found footage, voice-over and philosophical and political themes. I
returned to artists familiar to me, including, Adam Curtis and Chris Marker. Their approaches
profoundly influenced Anamnesis. Specifically, Sans Soleil (Marker) and Hypernormalisation
(Curtis). Both filmmakers illustrate their points of view with footage that sometimes contrasts,
sometimes matches and sometimes has seemingly no relevance to the voice track:

6

Prof. Lucas’ work — particularly the film Treatment Plan (Lucas) — co-incidentally shot on the same stretch of
water as my ferry’s journey — is a good example of the ‘long take’ editing style I opted for in part three of
Anamnesis.
7

I was also influenced by the approach to Prof. Thakur’s own film-making using found footage and narration she
shared in Terrible Children (Thakur).
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Using archival images to examine the present, his [Curtis] films produce counterintuitive
connections and abrupt collisions that supplant the authority of narrative causality for
precarious network of associations and linkages. (Coley)
In Curtis’s most recent film Can’t Get you out of my Head (Curtis) it is also satisfying to
notice how his use of extended shots allows multiple meanings to appear in the following scenes.
This is a technique I use in part two and three. In Anamnesis, holding uninterrupted shots for
long periods was important to the narrative. At key emotional points, such as in the conversation
between Zoë and myself in Part two, a cut would have distracted the viewer from that moment.
Chris Marker (AKA Sandor Krasna) sourced his material from his own extensive archive,
and his themes in Sans Soleil align with my own themes of the fallibility of memory:
Marker's intention is to make you think critically - not distrust inherently all you see. For
once in a film of this ilk, the incredibly pretentious premise serves an important purpose.
If there is a point to all this, then it's to draw your attention to how images can come to
supplant memory, and more importantly, history, if we are not careful. (Moats)
The significant difference between Marker and Curtis is not in style, so much, as their
approach to their stories. Curtis takes his footage from the British Broadcasting Corporation
(BBC) archives — (his films are produced by the BBC) and contemporary, (mostly) news and
documentary footage. Aesthetically they are similar to my film, but his commentary examines
socio-political themes and illustrates—with no less panache— his work with archive footage
from television news and documentary. Marker’s storytelling and narration in Sans Soleil is
nostalgic, thoughtful and sometimes emotional his archive is his own. So, Marker looks in,
Curtis looks out. My creative journey in Anamnesis crosses the boundary between the
filmmakers, from Curtis to Marker.
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I sourced family home movies online. A considerable amount of part one came from You
Tube. In part two, I was limited by the rare existence of high quality PIFs. After using low
resolution copies, I tracked down better versions of the farm safety film, Apaches (Mackenzie)
and the railway safety film Finishing Line (Krish) from copies at the National Archives in the
UK (UK Government) and the British Film Institute (BFI).
All the material I describe as ‘found footage’ in Anamnesis, is the copyright of the
original producers, and I acknowledge so in the credits. In incorporating these clips into my film,
I cite fair use as laid out by The Association of Independent Video and Filmmakers (AIVF). My
use of copyrighted material fulfils the legal definitions of transformative work.8
Did the unlicensed use ‘transform’ the material taken from the copyrighted work by using
it for a different purpose than the original, or did it just repeat the work for the same
intent and value as the original? Was the amount and nature of material taken appropriate
in light of the nature of the copyrighted work and of the use? (Association of Independent
Video, et al.)
In selecting footage, it was important that the characters I picked to represent myself and
Dominic were specific and uniform in their appearance. There are many boys of the same age as
Dominic and I, in these home movies, but placing them together in a scene (often with bicycles)

8

Copyright Law of the United States (Title 17): 107. Limitations on exclusive rights: Fair use
Notwithstanding the provisions of sections 106 and 106A, the fair use of a copyrighted work, including such use by
reproduction in copies or phonorecords or by any other means specified by that section, for purposes such as
criticism, comment, news reporting, teaching (including multiple copies for classroom use), scholarship, or research,
is not an infringement of copyright. In determining whether the use made of a work in any particular case is a fair
use the factors to be considered shall include — (1) the purpose and character of the use, including whether such use
is of a commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational purposes; (2) the nature of the copyrighted work; (3) the
amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to the copyrighted work as a whole; and (4) the effect of the
use upon the potential market for or value of the copyrighted work. The fact that a work is unpublished shall not
itself bar a finding of fair use if such finding is made upon consideration of all the above factors.
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took more extensive research. Girls are present too in part one. They foreshadow my sister’s
entrance in part two.

PROCESS
The initial research for Anamnesis began with a meditation accompanied by a blank
journal and a question: What do I remember? Soon, these notes turned into a series of
monologues recorded on a half-decent microphone in a dark closet in my Brooklyn apartment.
These monologues were rants more than voice-overs at first, but I quickly realized the rawness
and confessional nature of these recordings were compelling. Themes I have addressed in
therapy felt very fresh when I started exploring them for the film and the performative quality of
the work served as psychological protective layer from the material. In fact, I had a strong
emotional reaction during production for part two in the UK. I will examine this event later.
In an aesthetic sense, my approach to the voice-over is refreshing. It is always present,
sometimes vulnerable and this, and my exclusive relationship with the story, gives the film an
originality in a crowded field of self-reflecting hybrid documentaries in the contemporary canon
of documentary film.
I transcribed and reviewed the ‘stream of consciousness recordings’, and rewrote a more
fluid and thoughtful track. This is the monologue track heard in part one. Without my own
archive of my family movies, I simply co-opted other people’s family’s recordings, and in so
doing, their memories. I spent many hours watching birthdays, holidays, and a lot first rides on a
new bike! Nostalgia is addictive. My selections of these perfect family outings — after all
nobody photographs the bad times— make an effective counterpoint to the tragedy at the center
of my film. Nothing can destroy a family better than the death of a child. Clearly if I could
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identify with the footage, so could an audience. To give the film a through-line to accompany the
narration, I needed a present-day reference point, I needed a visual motif.

LOCATIONS AND EDITING
I shot my journey from my home in Bay Ridge to my motorcycle workshop in Red Hook,
Brooklyn, and back again via the NYC ferry. A fitting shroud of loneliness hangs over the
images of the empty ferry deck. It was April and May of 2021, and the local streets and the ferry
were mostly deserted. I recorded wild track audio of the announcements on the boat, and the
sound of rushing water, which I used to transition from one world/time/continent, to the next.
Audio tracks from the BBC Sound Archive and the captured audio are mixed in with
poor quality production tracks from the home video (where it exists). Here I ask: Do the repeated
attempts to recall memories degrade them in a similar way that the quality of over-watched
videotapes, disintegrate?
In part one the intercutting of found footage clips, shots on board the ferry, and the the
bicycle in the present day create a visual contrast. Sometimes I was lucky in the archive
selections, they gave me a perfect mirror of my thoughts, but in other places I was forced to
search harder. I didn’t want to use the home movie footage to recreate the events of my
childhood. Illustrating and explaining the story at same time made no sense. A more effective
use of imagery was to compliment the words spoken out loud. So, for example, when I talk about
my memories ‘slipping beneath the surface’, I show a shot of a child slipping underwater in a
pool. But when should you hear the words spoken? When should you see the boy appear? In this
instance, I found if I preloaded the image with the words that appear moments later there is a
satisfying connection, and of course, the boy’s disappearance in the water is an effective

Elder 15
metaphor for ‘forgetting’. It’s a fine balance though: staggering one or the other is successful
only after many hours of pushing frames back and forth. Soon it became a language in itself, and
a preponderance of simile and metaphor in this section of the film allowed free reign in editing
choices.
Part two’s edit was more complicated. From my Brooklyn home, I interviewed Zoë
in the UK, using a Tape Sync9 to build what I believed, would be a more comprehensive account
of the events of the day of the accident. She recorded on identical equipment as my own to match
quality, as we conversed on Zoom.
Zoë talks at length about how the cultural imperatives of the age (1970s and 1980s UK)
demanded obedience from children to avoid their accidental injury or death. This obedience, Zoë
believes, led to the production of endless violent Public Information Films (PIFs) that
dramatically reenact the deaths of children from speeding cars, abandoned fridges, pedophiles,
trains, farm equipment etc., These films added to her significant childhood fears, she recounts in
the audio. So much of this part of the film was about recalling exact memories, that I was unable
to use the PIFs as anything except to illustrate the conversation.
I knew I needed more footage that would contrast with Zoë and I in the present day.
Having completed the interview via Zoom, I elected to return to England at the first opportunity
to shoot. Despite complicated preparations to avoid COVID-19 infection and transmission, I
began a journey to my hometown to film the scene of the accident.
These clips became the present-day anchor for the voice-track in part two. As Zoë and I
explore the events, lengthy shots of today’s Sherford Park, roll on the screen. When Zoë and I
talk in more reflective terms about the past, footage from the PIFs appear on the screen.

9

Tape Syncs/Phone Syncs/Double Enders are the equalization of audio quality between the interviewer and the
interviewee when both participants are in separate places. On this occasion I was in the USA and Zoë in UK.
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To establish the PIFs’ relevance to the accident, Zoë talks about specific films, which
serve as a visual accompaniment. These films avoid the trap of showing/telling at the same time,
because Zoë is, in fact, being interrogated about real life events, and the images — just like the
boy in the pool in part one — contrast, or even metaphorize the voice track.
This audio draws from a much more traditional journalistic style that I used in my own
films such as Thanksgiving (Elder). Zoë ask questions, she answers them. Part two is the most
mainstream approach of the three parts.
Part two begins and ends with clips from the stop motion animation short, The Story of
Hansel and Gretel (Knight). This stop-motion tale of Hänsel and Grethel (Grimm and Grimm)
could be considered the ancestor of the PIF.
Whilst in the UK, I took the opportunity to collect as wide a variety of material as
possible. One additional shoot used a Go Pro fixed inside the windscreen of a car. The view
starts at the scene of the accident and takes a long loop through Taunton’s shopping district to
end up at back at the scene once again. This uninterrupted shot is the entire image for part three
of Anamnesis. 10
The end of part two’s narration is a turning point in the story. Zoë and I find out we both
have conflicting memories of the day, and tragically, Zoë’s experience was as traumatic for her
as mine was for me. In her mind, the fore-fronting of my experience delegitimated her own.
The final narration of the trilogy is a fantasy. The tone of the voice track is akin to part
one. In a final attempt to deflect the pain of grief, I imagine Dominic avoiding the accident and
growing into adulthood as one of my contemporaries. Slowly we drift apart. and I don’t have to

10

It could be argued that I am now reenacting the accident from the point of view of the driver in 1980.
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experience the trauma of losing him. In the final moments of the film — as the POV car returns
to the intersection in the modern day — I accept that I must confront my grief
The final scenes are from the ferry shoot that began the film. My voice-over reflects on
my journey, with a comment that grief is more insidious than I realized.

OBSTACLES
Before beginning the production of this film, I addressed my PTSD in therapy.
Examining my feelings in depth during the filmmaking, threw up considerably more emotional
issues than I could have predicted. In particular, my return to the scene of the accident in
Taunton, to shoot footage for part two.
When I decided I would need to return to the UK to support the interview with new
footage, I reached out to the current occupiers of our old home in Sherford Park. I had
entertained the ambitious idea of using verbatim theatre technique or documentary theatre11 used
effectively in Clio Barnard’s The Arbor (Barnard). I planned to cast actors to play myself and
Zoë and using our interview as the sync’d dialogue. This was to be performed and shot in the
original locations, including a reenactment of the crash. In the end I decided that another shift in
style would prove too ambitious due to a lack of time and virtually no budget 12. I could still pick
up some meaningful film from the old house though, so I wrote a letter to the current occupier. I
introduced myself and outlined my objectives the film:

11

“Documentary theatre is theatre that uses pre-existing documentary material (such as newspapers, government
reports, interviews, journals, and correspondences) as source material for stories about real events and people,
frequently without altering the text in performance. The genre typically includes or is referred to as verbatim theatre,
investigative theatre, theatre of fact, theatre of witness, autobiographical theatre, and ethnodrama.” (Martin)
12

In 2021 I was awarded a small grant from the National Board of Review 2021 for the ‘Anamnesis (Part One)’ of
$1000. This paid for air fare and some costs incurred in the UK.
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For my thesis I’ve been working on a film about my recollections of an accident on
Pike’s Crescent in 1980 when a friend of mine was hit by a car. The film examines how
my memory works in recalling that time. In a sense, it’s looking at PTSD and how
memory changes as we get older…I’ll be in the UK at the beginning of September
staying with my mum in Monkton Heathfield. I’m hoping I can come and shoot some of
the film at inside (address redacted) and the back garden and garages…I can give you
references from Hunter College and the esteemed National Board of Review here in the
US, if you wish. It would be a huge help to my film.
A couple of months later I received an email from the resident’s representative:
Hello Mr. Elder. With regard to your letter. My relatives live at that address. They have
made it very clear in no way do they wan't (sic) you filming their home inside or out.
They would appreciate it if you do not contact them again when you are back in the
country. So please it at that (sic) (anon)
I returned the email with an acknowledgement. But, I was surprised not by the rejection
— actually I hadn’t expected a reply at all — but my reaction to the rejection. In four sentences
the weight of my passive-aggressive British upbringing landed solidly in my solar plexus. In
retrospect perhaps, I could have softened the approach still it put me on edge.
Though my treatment for PTSD from Dominic’s accident I believed, was effective, I had
not approached the dysfunctional childhood caused by growing up in my community. Zoë’s
understanding of the society that produced PIFs like The Finishing Line (Krish) was much more
nuanced than my own. I had underestimated the potential impact of my return to Taunton.
My UK shoot was to take place over two days in September of 2021 One day for the
shoot, the other an alternative in case of bad weather. My shot list contained long takes of scenes
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in my suburban neighborhood (avoiding our old house!). Zoë and her partner Lucy handled the
wild track and we worked as a three-person crew, walking around the estate, setting up and
moving on.
The letter amplified my anxiety tenfold. I was glad Zoë and Lucy were with me. Oddly,
the intersection itself didn’t triggered any grief, and the estate itself seemed desolate, slightly run
down and more or less, without change since the 1980s. But it was the fear of a confrontation
with residents and former neighbors that propelled me quickly from shot to shot.
As we set up at the scene of the accident, residents from behind twitching curtains began
filming us with their phones. Soon, a local man approached us demanding to know what we were
doing. Once Zoë, Lucy and I assured the neighbor we didn’t work for a construction company or
a developer with plans to knock down his house, he became quite amiable. We even talked to
him about the accident, which he said he wasn’t witness to, but remembered from local chatter
back in the day. This conversation occurred on camera and is a compelling exchange. I included
it in an early cut of the film, but part two of the film has such a clear sense of past and present.
This scene, if included, would add an unnecessary layer of liminality. I cut it (though I struggled
with the decision, it’s such a fascinating moment!).
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Figure 1 - a local resident approaches the camera to interrogate the filmmaker (screengrab by the author)

Once I had what I wanted, we packed up and returned to my mother’s house and I
watched the footage. It wasn’t enough! I had several successful long takes of the scene of the
accident, but not enough coverage of the neighborhood. These scenes are key to create the world
in which Zoë and I and Dominic lived and played as children. It was to be the through-line on
which Zoë’s testimony and description of British society’s failings represented in the PIFs rested.
I had rushed my shoot so as to get out as quickly as possible. I had to go back.
I barely slept that night fearing another confrontation. That afternoon, I shot more scenes
around the estate, this time alone. Rolling the camera for thirty seconds was the minimum
duration of each take. It seemed like an eternity. At any moment I expected a head to pop out of
a window and yell at me. I stood by nervously as the camera rolled. I circled the estate and kept
my promise to avoid the original house, but every time a car passed, or a door banged I jumped.
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A motif of this of the film — added when editing — is cars patrolling the edges of the frame like
sharks in bloody water. In the end, I saw no one else on the second day of shooting and I vowed
never to return. Once the Go Pro shoot from the POV of the car was completed, I wrapped.
A recorded instance where I am taken unawares by the filmmaking process, is during the
recording of conversation with Zoë. I am audibly distressed by her reflection of the past events.
This was the first time we had talked in depth about Dominic, and the revelation that Zoë had
been sidelined during the chaos of the event, and her feelings never considered, clearly weigh
heavily on me in the voice track.

CINEMA AS PERSONAL GROWTH
Anamnesis is a film about memory and trauma. But it’s also a film about a near miss with
death. It’s pure luck that Dominic led the way out across the junction that afternoon; it could so
easily have been me.
My own avoidance of grief is a common experience to witness/survivors of violence and
death. That there are moments in my recall from the accident missing or disorganized, and other
moments fresh and crisp, are also typical, and a phenomenon often recorded in contemporary
non-fiction film. Though incomparable to my own experience, Claude Lanzmann’s documentary
Shoah (Lanzmann) holds many instances of that process. In one notable scene Lanzmann presses
Holocaust survivor Abraham Bomba to recall his experience during internment, during the
holocaust. Catalonian film critic Carlos Torner describes the scenes:
What's unspeakable here is, as in the rest of the film, extremely concrete: it is he,
Abraham Bomba—the Abe his friends from Czestochowa recognized, the friend of the
man who was reunited with his wife and sister inside a Treblinka gas chamber—he is the
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one who cannot speak. He is the one who was forced to silence. He is the one who
collapses when he has no more words, nothing to convey what he's lived through: "What
could you tell them? What could you tell?" This is silence, faced with extremity:
Abraham Bomba's broken voice. Yet no one can speak in his stead. His solitude is
endless.” (Torner)
There is a silence even when words are spoken. In the end, my documentary investigation
to recover my memories, I must accept that no amount of remembering can rebuild a coherent
narrative from the confusion and feelings of an immature 11-year-old boy, when he watches his
best friend knocked down by a car.
The film’s production has given me greater insight into my trauma. I now understand the
patchwork of memories — and their loose ends or missing parts — is my truth. Discovering
Zoë’s perspective, has helped me accept a new truth, or a common knowledge, that will help me
grieve and heal.
I began Anamnesis in the vacuum of the pandemic. This distance allowed me to step
away from the usual self-doubt and second guessing that accompanies my artistic process and
make a film from my gut. A 12-minute cut of the first part of film, was an official selection at
several film festivals 13. Significant recognition as a filmmaker suggests to me my instincts that
created this film are right. A more in-depth exploration of the impact on the audience, will I hope
reveal the true success of the film. This film is a personal work, its distribution, because of its
experimental nature, will be screened at targeted film festivals. Perhaps it will help someone else
struggling with grief.

13

Anamnesis (part one, won Best Documentary Short at the Chicago Southland International Film Festival 2021
and was an official selection at the Adirondack Film Festival 2021.
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As the narrator I am both present and vulnerable and though the story is told with a nonlinear narrative, the film exists within a three-act-structure that is familiar to any regular
consumer of modern storytelling and in this manner, it will challenge and entertain the viewer.
My process is transparent: my choices in terms of video sound and music, and the drafting
process, from the blank page to the performance, will affect those that identify with the creative
endeavor.
In my research I uncovered a fascinating line of inquiry that I was unable to follow to its
end: The British Public Information film. It stands apart from any other cautionary tale. Locked
in a very narrow window of 1970s filmmaking, they hold a special place of terror for Generation
X Britons growing up in the oppressive Thatcher era.
Later, the AIDS epidemic led to a more abstract filmic approach:
There really was a lot of ignorance around at that time – people still saw it as a gay
disease. All of the team at TBWA were asked to come up with ideas. Many were
submitted. I was thinking about the amount we didn’t know about AIDS. We seemed to
know so little – and that’s why I thought about the iceberg. (Mitchel).

More recently, the COVID-19 pandemic has its own hallmarks of visual terrorism, but
the effect of the 1970s PIFs on the young British public, and the instincts of producers and
filmmakers that made them, are an intriguing documentary vein, yet to be mined.
I developed a new voice to tell this story in Anamnesis. My film, photography and
storytelling has always been rooted in a journalistic tradition which encourages an objectivity to
the investigation of a story and in its telling. The goal of a narration is an embodiment of the
balanced, unbiased approach to journalism in general:
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Disembodied, this voice is construed as fundamentally unpresentable in human form,
connoting a position of absolute mastery and knowledge outside the spatial and temporal
boundaries of the social world it depicts. (Wolfe).
This is a learned voice that had I believed was the correct delivery (not just in film but in
writing and photography too) I could not have made Anamnesis with this voice. It is the exposure
to different approaches to non-fiction storytelling during my time in the Integrated Media Arts
program that helped me recognize opportunities in telling stories in a more personal way. In this
film I not only memorialize the factual events and experiences of my childhood, but also my
feelings about those experiences.
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